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ABSTRACT
The common brown dog tick, Rhipicephalus sanguineus is the most predominant tick of dogs in Nigeria. 
It does not readily attack humans but usually prefers non-human hosts for completion of its development. We 
report a case of multi-host and environmental infestation of Rhipicephalus sanguineus involving five humans, 
two canines and three ovine hosts at a peri-urban site in south-eastern Nigeria. Eleven cases of human infestation 
were recorded, ten of which involved children between the ages of 4 and 8 years, while a single case was recorded 
in an adult female. Among the domestic animals ticks were found attached to a 2-year-old male Alsatian, an 8- 
year-old mongrel and three West African dwarf (WAD) sheep comprising a ewe and her two lambs. This case 
of multi-host parasitism may have resulted from extensive bush clearing in the area resulting in non-availability 
of other alternative hosts. 
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Introduction
Ticks are obligate but temporary parasites of animals and birds and usually feed 
only once at any stage of development. Ixodid ticks are important vectors of major 
protozoa and rickettsia of livestock. The importance of ticks has also extended to human 
beings because they have been shown to be vectors of some emerging and re-emerging 
infections. Argasid ticks in the genus Ornithodoros transmit many of the human relapsing 
fevers, while Lyme disease and Babesia microti are transmitted by those of genus Ixodid 
(NYINDO, 1992). 
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The brown dog tick, Rhipicephalus sanguineus is one of the most prevalent ixodid 
species in Africa (HOOGSTRAAL, 1956). Throughout its development, this tick prefers 
dogs as a host but it can also feed on other animals (DIPEOLU, 1975; SADIQ et al., 2001). 
Earlier studies on ticks of veterinary importance in Nigeria show that R. sanguineus is 
the predominant tick of dogs (DIPEOLU, 1975; UGOCHUKWU and NNADOZIE, 1985; 
JAMES-RUNGU and IWUALA, 1996). While reports from some parts of the world have 
documented cases of R. sanguineus infestation of man (HOOGSTRAAL, 1981; GODDARD, 
1989; MANFREDI et al., 1999), only one report of a similar case has been published for 
Nigeria (SADIQ et al., 2001).
The increasing number of reports on the incidence of human rickettsioses caused 
by rickettsial agents, and transmitted by Rhipicephalus ticks (FISHBIEN et al., 1987; 
MANFREDI et al., 1999; PRETORIUS and BIRTLES, 2002), emphasize the epidemiological 
importance of reports of Rhipicephalus infestation of man and other non-definitive hosts 
in a given environment. We report a case of human, ovine, canine and environmental 
infestation of R. sanguineus, the dog brown tick, at a peri-urban site in south-eastern 
Nigeria.
Case report
Owerri, the capital of Imo State in the south-eastern geopolitical zone of Nigeria, 
is an urban centre situated in a rainforest vegetational belt. Its rural extensions are fast 
developing into peri-urban sites with increasing human populations. One of these peri-
urban sites, Irete in Owerri West Local Government Area, was surrounded by large 
expanse of bush fallows used mainly for crop farming before extensive bush clearance 
was carried out for the construction of residential structures.
Table 1. Tick infestation among family members at a peri-urban site in Owerri, Imo state 
Nigeria
Host Age Sex No of 
infestations




H1 4 Male 1 Groin Nymph
H2 6 Female 4 Neck Larvae
H3 7 Male 4 Groin (2) Nymph
Neck (2)
H4 8 Male 1 Groin Nymph
H5 24 Male NI NI NI
H6 36 Female 1 Neck Larvae
H7 43 Male NI NI NI
NI = No Infestation
I. C. Okoli et al.: Multi-host infestation of the brown dog tick, Rhipicephalus sanguineus in Nigeria
95
On May 4, 2001, a report of several cases of human and animal tick infestation 
were received by a private veterinary clinic from a man who had recently moved into a 
newly constructed house in this area, together with his family. This family comprises six 
persons, two dogs (2 year-old male Alsatian and an 8-year-old female mongrel) and three 
West Africa Dwarf (WAD) sheep (a ewe and her two lambs). On initial investigation and 
oral interview, it was found that the first case of human infestation occurred the previous 
week (27/4/01) and was on a boy of four years of age. Subsequent cases of human 
infestation, as shown in Table 1., occurred during our period of visits and investigation, 
which lasted 14 days. Altogether, 11 cases of human infestation were recorded. Ten 
of these involved children between the ages of 4 and 8 years, while a single case was 
recorded on an adult female. Three cases each attached on the neck and groin regions. All 
cases of larval attachment were on the neck and on females, whiles nymphs were found 
attaching on both the neck and groin areas, especially among the boys. The human hosts 
did not allow the ticks to feed to engorgement stage but removed them immediately they 
were noticed. The points of tick attachment remained raised and reddish, and continued 
to itch for about 48 hours. 





Sites and distribution of tick attachment
Ear Face Withers Perineum Digital space
Dogs
Alsatian > 2 yrs. Male > 500 > 250 5 > 150 2 > 50
Mongrel 8 yrs.+ Female > 150 35 15 >70 NI 30
Wad sheep
Ewe 3 yrs. Female 46 NI 7 NI 39 NI
Lamb1 4 mths. Female 73 11 NI 22 NI
Lamb2 4 mths. Female 85 10 NI 40 20 NI
NI = No Infestation
Among the domestic animals (Table 2.), over 500 ticks were found attaching on 
the 2 year- old male Alsatian, while the 8 year-old mongrel harboured about 180 ticks. 
Sites of attachment were mostly on the ears, withers, especially under the heavy fur of 
the mane and in the inter-digital spaces. The Alsatian weighed 20 kg, had a history of 
progressive emaciation, dullness and anorexia. On examination the dog was found to be 
severely emaciated, had prominently swollen sub-mandibullar lymph nodes, pale mucous 
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